Multilingualism as a Resource & a Strategy
Multilingualism is the ability of an individual speaker or a community of speakers to communicate effectively in three or more languages. Contrast with monolingualism, the ability to use only one language.
A person who can speak multiple languages is known as a polyglot or a multilingual.
The original language a person grows up speaking is known as their first language or mother tongue. Someone who is raised speaking two first languages or mother tongues is called a simultaneous bilingual. If they learn a second language later, they are called a sequential bilingual.
Language is an essential part of our existence in society, as much as breathing is necessary for our survival. It ceaselessly marks its presence in every domain of our lives. Yet, two interrelated facts about language and its sustaining power evade us; and these have extremely crucial implications for society and for education. One, that languages are fundamentally porous, fluid and continuously evolving systems that human beings acquire and change to define themselves and the world around them. Two, that multilinguality is a norm, not an exception. 
It is constitutive of being human. We have a “linguistic repertoire” that enables us to engage in multilingual languaging i.e., to move easily between language systems that have some common and some unique characteristics. Multilinguality and porousness, taken together, suggest that languages are constantly evolving and interacting in a dynamic process. Thus, no language can be “pure”. In fact, the pursuit of purity in a language is like marking it for certain death. However, the State, the market and the schools impose monolingual and monoglossic language ideologies, policies and practices in the name of multilingualism.
To recognize multilingualism is to recognize translanguaging—a natural way for multi-linguals to access different linguistic features of so-called autonomous languages in order to maximize communicative potential. In this paper, key challenges and possible strategies are identified for leveraging the inherent heteroglossic multilingualism in education in India and for promoting its understanding and value among the masses.
Challenges for Leveraging Multilingualism in India
Transforming the existing monoglossic school culture presents an enormous but not insurmountable challenge. The situation could be analyzed at four interdependent levels.
1.         Market Demands and the Politics of Power
 A language wields tremendous power due to its ability to contain within itself the identity, attitudes, culture and aspirations of its people. Thus, these sociopolitical factors make some languages more prestigious than others, which then become accepted as “standard”. The demand for languages of power then drives State policies and the market, even though linguistically, all languages are equal. Today, English is definitely the language of power globally. It is a symbol of people’s aspirations, a gateway to opportunities. Similarly, at the State level, numerous languages are spoken but only the standard form of select languages gain favour as the instructional medium in schools. The hierarchy of languages therefore comes to signify the hegemony of power amongst its speakers.
            In such a scenario, parents naturally choose to educate their children in the languages of power in their most “standard” forms. There is a huge gap in public awareness of the empirically proven correlations between multilingualism and higher scholastic achievement. Since the educational system as a whole does not offer feasible options that consider multilingualism a resource, the parents have no choice but to succumb to the one-medium, one-school policy.
Systemic Drivers for Language Decisions are not Educational
            Historically, a few significant but strategic drivers at the national and state levels have formulated the way school education navigates the issue of language today. One, in 1949, the 8th Schedule of the Indian Constitution, titled Languages, declared Hindi and English as official languages (and not national languages) and recognized 14 major Indian languages. Two, in 1961, a strategic consensual decision was taken by the States to implement the Three-language Formula. This was later modified by the Kothari Commission to accommodate the interests of group identity (mother tongues and regional languages), national pride and unity (Hindi), and administrative efficiency and technological progress (English). The Commission described these changes as “impelling considerations that were more political and social, than educational”. Three, the higher education system blocks multilingualism, thereby triggering a high demand for English, Hindi and a few select languages at lower levels too.
            As per the 7th All India School Education Survey, Hindi, English and Sanskrit were adopted as first, second and third languages respectively in the largest number of schools. Approximately 80-90 per cent of the schools had only one medium of instruction. Out of this, approximately 60 per cent used Hindi or English, with the former having a higher proportion. Hence, multilingual education policies such as the three-language formula are just additive monolingualism that end up denying the complex translanguaging practices of much of the world.
3.         School Organizational Constraints
            The overall structure of “school” is such that there is age-wise grouping of 25 to 45 students in a classroom, with clearly demarcated boundaries between subjects slotted into periods of 30 to 45 minutes in a fixed schedule. Children are officially expected to use the school’s single medium of instruction in all periods / subjects, except in second / third language time-slots, where “other” languages are “allowed”. Typically, strict policy measures control the language children speak inside and outside the classes, with consequences for non-adherence. Teacher recruitment and training is based on the ability to use the medium of instruction. Thus, the school positions a single medium of instruction as central to its overall working, in keeping with the market demands and policy measures discussed earlier.
            Without doubt, operationally, this is an easier proposition due to a uniform medium of communication; but the implicit message is: this is the “preferred” language in its “correct” form. Usually, schools fail to clarify that the languages students personally identify with are not unworthy of recognition, are not inferior and do hold educational value. Overall, the school structure is unable to appreciate the multilinguality of its students.
4.         Teacher Ethos on the Issue of “Purity” of Language
            We spoke to six primary and middle school teachers about the maintenance of purity of language, their teaching strategies and their students’ language abilities. The following response sums up their views and concerns:
            The (English) language ability of students is not very great. They think in their mother tongue and then translate … if they can’t get a word they use from Kutchi, Gujarati, Hindi, etc. Mixing is natural. But it is fine only when children slip into another language and get back to English easily. For others, it’s a big no-no as it hampers the development of (the weak) language. When English, only English. If speaking Hindi, only Hindi. Only then I can say that a child is good in a language!
The above comment represents the myths of language learning, while also exposing the practical constraints within which teachers are expected to function to facilitate and assess their students’ language learning. The practitioners’ view that use of home languages provides a “crutch” seems legitimate and realistic since the teachers work under the pressure of delivering to demanding parents and school managements, unaware of the possibilities of using multilingual pedagogic methods. Questions of identity loss due to non-recognition of home language are not considered significant. Thus, the rich heteroglossic multilinguality of the classroom does not earn a legitimate place in the process of language acquisition.
Key Changes Required in System and School Ethos
Leveraging the strengths of multilingualism in the classroom would not only give voice and legitimacy to the identities of children, but has also been empirically proven to have a positive correlation with scholastic achievement, divergent thinking, cognitive flexibility and social tolerance. With such immense advantages, it is only natural that a market shift is necessary to increase the demand for education that values multilingualism to bring it into day-to-day practice. Since the school actually functions in response to market demands and government policy measures, a “bottom-up only” approach is bound to fail and needs to have strong top-down momentum.
Top Down: Building Mass Momentum in the Long Term for a Mind-set Shift
What is required is a consensual language policy by all States, that is a significant shift from a formulaic approach to a more principled approach (multilingual, acceptance of porousness) with strict implementation and stringent consequences for flouting it. This is definitely an uphill task, given that education is a State subject, language is a political one and many vested interests are involved, besides pragmatic issues such as providing high-quality training for all teachers.
Widespread multimedia-based awareness campaigns and lobbying to develop a mass mind-set that links multilinguality with scholastic achievement, supported by empirical data, are needed. Focused efforts by interest groups from politics, industry, academics, media and civil society could build such a movement. Once awareness changes, so would the nature of the market demand.
New “Education Startups” that have the potential to disrupt the education space by leveraging technology on a mass scale, with a high level of sensitivity to multilingual needs of students, is an unexplored alternative.
Bottom Up: Leveraging Strategies in a Multilingual Classroom
The following strategies could be gainfully adopted to leverage multilingualism in the classroom:
1.         Build model schools and classrooms where multilingualism will hold a central place in all processes. Experiment and determine the practices, policies and ethos for running a school with multilingual language strategies. This could be done by borrowing from the successes and failures of other school systems globally, and testing them in Indian contexts. Analysis of student results in scholastic and non-scholastic areas could inform the formulation of policy decisions. The curricular objectives and overall methodology of such schools would be founded on well-proven principles of language acquisition, cognitive linguistics and child development theories grounded in solid research.
2. Popularize the value of multilingual practices in school, especially translanguaging, through strong empirical research that links it to scholastic achievement, beyond research journals and academic papers, to reach the common man.
3. Conduct metalinguistic awareness sessions with students and teachers about the nature of language and its structure, encoding processes of social exploitation and hegemony. Just as student’s today study about global warming and its dangers, they must also understand the role a language plays in their lives and what it means to be multilingual. Further, they must be able to analyse its socio-political-economic aspects. This could be done in many ways—as a standalone discussion, “language” as an integrated unit of study or as a specific research project.
Multilingualism practice creates the development of mixed languages mainly due to intense language contact. As a result speakers therefore tend to involve a mixture of languages during verbal communication. This contact may also result into the creation of slangs. These slangs are generally caused by urbanization, migrant labour and also industrialization as was witnessed in Kenya in the creation of Sheng.
Nature of Multilingualism
A multilingual class is a class where the learners speak a variety of first languages. ... In a multilingual class there can be much more use of the target language, because it will be the only common language between the learners, who will use it for their normal interactions both in and out of class.
Multilingualism is the use of more than one language, either by an individual speaker or by a community of speakers. It is believed that multilingual speakers outnumber monolingual speakers in the world's population.
Multilingualism is becoming a social phenomenon governed by the needs of globalization and cultural openness. Owing to the ease of access to information facilitated by the Internet, individuals' exposure to multiple languages is becoming increasingly frequent, thereby promoting a need to acquire additional languages. People who speak several languages are also called polyglots.








Multilingualism: In the present world there are around 6000 languages grouped under various language families spoken in 200 states. The existence of all these languages side by side resulted in multilingualism. Knowing two or more than two languages became the need for communication among speech communities as well as individuals. „Multilingualism‟ can be defined as an occurrence regarding an individual speaker who uses two or more languages, a community of speakers where two or more languages are used, or between speakers of two languages. Multilingualism basically arises due to the need to communicate across speech communities. Multilingualism is not a rare but a normal necessity across the world due to globalization and wider cultural communication. Also it is not a recent phenomenon; it was prevalent in the ancient time also. This need further resulted in lingua francas, pidgins and phenomenon like code switching. These are the products of multilingualism. Multilingualism has various advantages: a) Accessibility to knowledge of other cultures; b) Communication between different linguistic and cultural groups become easier; c) Increases job opportunities; d) High cognitive development of a child; e) A broader world view, etc.
According to Srivastava (1986:47) Capacity of switching codes provides an individual with a remarkable capacity and skill to adjust to different conditions she is exposed to. It makes her attitudes flexible, which leads to an awareness of the presence of diversity in and around her environment, and not only that, she has skills to deal with such situations. Multilingualism can also be defined on the basis of maximal competence and minimal competence. The maximal definition means speakers are as competent and proficient in one language as they are in others, i.e. equally competent in all the languages. The minimal definition on the other hand is based on use, i.e. he/she is successful enough in achieving the goals of effective communication in a particular domain. According to Cook multilingual speakers mostly lie somewhere between the continuum of maximal and minimal definition, whom he called multicompetent. (Wikipedia, retrieved on 01/07/10). So the criterion of defining a multilingual speaker is not an easy task. Defining a multilingual speaker on the yardstick of monolingual speaker competence level will not be justified. According to Edward (1994) a perfectly balanced bilingual or multilingual is an exception. The linguistic repertoire of a multilingual is much more than that of a monolingual. So the multilingual speaker will have more defined distribution of functions and uses for the languages he know. The instances of monolingualism are rare which can be justified by looking into the communicative pattern of people. The need to become a multilingual arises due to various communicative functions: in-group communication, out-group communication and specialized communication (Mansour, 1993:20).
People of same ethnic group usually communicate in one language and the fact is that no speech community lives in isolation. Speech communities or individuals are in regular contact with other group members which brings the need of out-group communication. In the process of out-group communication an individual switches from one language or variety to the other. Thus shows his/her competence/knowledge of two languages or varieties. Specialized communication covers domains like religion, education, technology, etc, which sometimes arises the need of knowing a language other than his native language. Other reasons for multilingualism can be: a) Migration or labor mobility. b) Cultural contact c) Annexation and colonialism d) Commercial e) Scientific f) Technological g) Territorial conquest, etc. There are various descriptions of many different cases of multilingualism. Different typologies of multilingualism has been given by Kloss 1966a; Stewart 1972; Ferguson 1966. The varying type of multilingualism can be of individual, institutional or as societal multilingualism, as diglossia or dialect or as natural or artificial multilingualism. The term bilingualism and multilingualism are often used interchangeably. Haugen (1956:9) refers to multilingualism as „a kind of multiple bilingualism‟. Also Herdina and Jessner (2000) look at bilingualism as “only possible form of multilingualism.” (Dua, 2008:152). Whatever may be the type of multilingualism, it is never an exception because the majority of the worlds‟ population is multilingual. In a plurilingual interaction no single language can cater to all the needs of the participant. So for India where linguistic diversity is a fact, multilingualism is a norm, there is no place for monolingualism.
Types of Multilingualism:
 Multilingualism can be categorized into different types. There are various criteria and situations, which governs the classification of multilingualism. There are certain questions which need to be answered before establishing the types. In simple term a person who knows two or more than two languages at a time is known as multilingual. But what does knowing of two or more languages mean. A person who can understand more than one language, will he be considered multilingual? A person who can read more than one language but is unable to understand them, will that be considered a multilingual? For being a multilingual is it necessary to have command on all the four skill of language, i.e., listening, reading, writing and speaking. If yes, then he should have native like command on all the languages he knows. But that sounds too vague. Multilingualism serves the necessity of effective communication and for that it is not necessary to have competence in all the languages. So multilingualism can be categorized according to degree of acquisition, manner of acquisition. 
Degree of Acquisition: By degree it means the level of competence a person has in other languages which he knows. If a person has native like command in all the languages he knows, then it is known as Ambilingualism. And if a person has equal degree of competence in the languages he uses, is known as Equilingualism. 
Manner of Acquisition: By manner it means how a person is becoming a multilingual. This also takes into account the stage at which a person acquires or learns other languages. When a child acquires more than one language naturally at home, it is termed as Natural bilingualism. This situation generally happens in childhood. In natural multilingualism a child grows with several languages naturally. And when a person learns other languages in an artificial or classroom setting, it is known as Artificial multilingualism. Sometimes it is also known as Elective multilingualism. This can be at childhood and adulthood too. Many scholars use the notion of bilingualism and multilingualism interchangeably to refer to the knowledge of more than one language. According to Sridhar (1996:47) multilingualism is more than just a magnified version of bilingualism. He classified multilingualism as individual multilingualism and societal multilingualism. 
Individual Multilingualism: The ability of an individual to have competence in two or more languages is known as Individual multilingualism. How an individual acquires a language and when it has been acquired, in childhood or later. How these languages are presented in mind. All these questions are important in order to understand the kind of multilingualism. 
Societal Multilingualism: The linguistic diversity present in a society is known as Societal Multilingualism. In societal multilingualism some issues like role and status, attitude towards languages, determinants of language choices, the symbolic and practical uses of the languages and the correlation between language use and social factors such as ethnicity, religion and class are important. Societal multilingualism does not necessarily imply individuals. According to Grosjean (1982:12-13), there are two principles that govern multilingualism at the level of society. These are: 
Territorial principle of multilingualism: In this a country consists of several language groups but each one is primarily monolingual. For example, Canada it has four official languages. So the country as a whole is multilingual but not all individuals are necessarily multilingual. 
Personality principle of multilingualism: In this a country has many official languages and the individuals too are multilingual. For example, India which is a multilingual country and most of the populace is multilingual.
 Yet another principle of multilingualism can be described where the country is monolingual i.e., one official language but due to the presence of various minority languages or different dialects or variations the individuals are not necessarily monolinguals.
Horizontal Multilingualism: Speakers who live in their own geographic spaces and are often monolingual are grouped under horizontal multilingualism. The idea is that multilingualism may be there at the higher level of society, but separate groups are not particularly integrated into this larger society. Each does its living in its own space or lives in virtual isolation. This is like a patch work on a quilt of tiny monolingual societies.
Vertical Multilingualism: In this people of different ethnicity are in direct contact with others because they share the same territory and participate jointly in all socio-economic activities. Instances of vertical multilingualism are more in urban centre in multilingual countries where people interact more frequently in different languages.
One more type of multilingualism is known as receptive multilingualism. It is yet not an established field within research on multilingualism. It was only after mid-nineties receptive multilingualism was promoted by the European commission. 
Receptive Multilingualism: Receptive multilingualism is a broader term. It basically deals with reading and understanding of other languages. According to Ludger Zeevaert and Jan D. Ten Thije (2007:1-6), Receptive multilingualism is a constellation of language in which interlocutors use their respective mother tongue while speaking to each other. Receptive multilingualism as a form of language contact had been discussed at the University of Hamburg, at the Research centre 538. This had a major impact on the development of the mainland Scandinavian languages. Also Ludger and Jan have discussed how passive competence is a misnomer for receptive competence. And have argued that native like competence is no longer a prerequisite for effective communication in many domains. In India, one uses different languages with different people to communicate and yet native like competence is not a prerequisite for effective communication. Humans can establish mutual understanding if they wish to do so.
Multilingualism in India before Independence:
 Indian multilingualism is not a recent phenomenon. It dates back historically to ancient time. Pandit (1977:3) observes, „diverse people have come and made their home for the last five thousand years.‟ And Bayer (1986a: 1) goes a step further when she remarks that „India is one of the world‟s oldest multilingual societies‟. (Beg 1996:27). India never seems to have been pardoned by different races and ethnic groups. Thus many years of contact and convergence made India a „Linguistic Area‟ as mentioned by M.B. Emeneau in his work „India as a Linguistic Area‟ in 1958. India has seen many folds of changes in its cultural, linguistic and ethnic pattern. India pluralism is being view as a „centrifugal‟ device by which different groups attempt to retain and preserve their unique cultural attributes while developing common institutional participation at the national level. (Khubchandani, 2001: 16) 
Khubchandani remarked Indian pluralism as „organic‟ pluralism, which is marked by implicit etiquette and flexibility within an overall unity of communication. Indian multilingualism or pluralism can be divided into three stages of Indian history: Ancient, Medieval and Modern.
Multilingualism in Ancient India:
Foreign invasions have always contributed a lot in making India a multilingual hub. India had contact with the outer world, right from about the middle of the 3rd millennium B.C. Not only this, multilingualism has always been considered an important tool of socialization, from Ashokan time till today. Ashokan inscription which are considered to be the earliest tool were written in four different scripts. In his empire in Afghanistan he used Aramaic and Greek scripts for his edicts, in Pakistan region he used Kharosthi and Brahmi script was used for rest of his empire from Khalsi in the north up to Mysore in the south.(Sharma, 2004: p21). Basically the period up to 998 A.D is considered as the ancient period. The Aryan rule, the coming of Alexander, Persian invasion, the coming of the Chinese pilgrims in search of knowledge, manuscript and relics between the 5th and 7th century A.D, all come under the ancient „Sanskrit‟. The invading Aryans allegedly displaced the Dravidian who until then had occupied all of inhabitable India, from the central parts of Afghanistan to the hills of Jharkhand- Chhattisgarh, Nagaland, Arunachal, etc. (Chaudhary, 2009:56) But subsequently others too explored India, basically due to its wealth and brought with them their culture and language. Thus made India linguistically diverse. The first among them were the Persians. King Cyrus came to India in 558 B.C and ruled here approximately for 150 yrs. Persian domination continued here for about 330 B.C. Then came Greeks under the leadership of Alexander (356-323 BC) but his stay was not for long. He came to India through the Khyber Pass and dismantled the Persian Empire. From Europe they were the first one to come to India as traders and military adventurers. “Before the sway of Islam in India, Chinese contact with India reached its peak. In AD 966, a group of 157 Chinese Buddhist monks came to India and the same year, they returned with Buddhist relic and scriptures. All this also facilitated copying and the translation industry for Indian languages too, among others, Chinese and Mongol.” (Chaudhary, 2009:74). Also three great Chinese pilgrims Fa-Hien, Hiuen-Tsang and I-Tsang visited India in between 5th -7 th A.D. They translated a number of texts and compiled a Sanskrit-Chinese dictionary. Also the Post-Harsha period is very relevant because it was the last stage of Prakrit i.e., Apabhramsa, which was considered important on the account of the fact that the modern languages like Hindi, Gujarati, Marathi, and Bangla have all evolved from it.
Multilingualism in Medieval India:
By the sway of Islam started the medieval period. The first Arab to come India in 715 A.D was Mohammad Bin Qasim. After that Turk Sabuktagin invaded India in 1192 A.D. Even the rule of Turks were not long (1192- 1206), the impact of Turkish language can be seen even today in Indian languages. Various Turkish words have mingled so much in our language that it is hard to say it is not a word of our language. Also a new language was introduced i.e., Persian. In 1001 A.D came Mahmud of Ghazni, the elder son of Sabuktagin. He came with the aim of spreading Islam until then no one paid attention on the spread of Islam. After that many Sufis came to preach the Gospel of love, faith and dedication to the one God. Firoz shah Tughlaq was the first ruler who made efforts to get Hindu religious works translated from Sanskrit to Persian. Although Arabic was the main language of literature among Muslims but a lot was done in the field of Sanskrit-Persian translation. Many great works like Kok Shastra, Mahabharata, Rajatarangini, Tuti Nama etc were translated. Thus Sanskrit and Persian were the link languages for politics, religion and philosophy. Mughals too invaded India and there stay is significant in the Indian history. Baber (AD 1484-1530) was the founder of Mughal Dynasty in India. The Mughal rulers equally gave space to all languages and races to flourish.
Today „URDU‟ a Scheduled language is a result of contact between their languages and the local vernaculars. Also during Akbar‟s reign regional languages developed and many fine lyrical poetries were produced in regional languages. Great epics like Ramayana and Mahabharata were translated into regional languages. People like Abdur Rahim Khan-iKhana produced a blend of Bhakti poetries with Persian ideas, also in the verses of Tulsidas we can find the use of a dialect of Hindi spoken in the eastern parts of Uttar Pradesh. The use of vernaculars by the Bhakti saints made local language more popular. It was in medieval period that Malayalam had status of a separate language, Marathi reached its highest level by Eknath and Tukaram and Punjabi had a new direction by the writings of Sikh gurus. “In many regional kingdoms of the pre-Turkish period, regional languages such as Tamil, Kannada, Marathi etc were used for administrative purposes, in addition to Sanskrit.”(Chandra 2001, pp 130-131) Local or regional languages started developing due to the support given to them by the local rulers. Thus medieval period was a land mark in the development of regional languages. Also there were the Portuguese, the Dutch, the French and the British who came to India and stayed for some centuries and added up many things in the Indian potpourri. Whether it be the Asoka‟s edicts, or the Namas, or Chronicals of the Mughals such as the Babernama and Akbaranama, or classical literature, traces of multilingualism can be seen everywhere. They all tell us how people used different languages at different times in different domains in varying situations. Together they all are responsible for making India a linguistic giant.
Multilingualism in Colonial India:
After the Eighteenth century the modern era started. The very interest towards Indian languages of the British world is a different story. This interest developed when many scholars like Herodotus, Ptolemy, John Holwell etc, wrote about the greatness of India‟s past and the Indian philosophy, logic on origin of the universe, human race etc. By their writing, these ideas started gaining acceptance. By this people of Christian faith started worrying about the Bible story of Creation. Thus to know more and to save the foundation of their faith they started learning Sanskrit and other Indian languages. People like Sir William Jones, Friedrich Max Muller and many more translated and interpreted Indian religious texts in English. Their first interest to know Indian languages was basically to retain their faith and afterwards they used this knowledge for economic exploitation. The time when East India company over took the Indian Territory, there were many kingdoms and princely states who had different languages for administration. And thus it was not possible for them to administer the whole country via one language. So they felt the need to learn the local vernacular and thus promoted the Indian languages In spite of being in favor of English, the British Raj did many things for the development of Indian languages. So the British Raj was keen to preserve the linguistic diversity of India
The British were in need of languages to bridge the gap between them and their subjects. For communicating with the local populace and for smooth governance they tried to communicate with them in their languages. They saw the importance of local languages and thus made the learning of these languages compulsory for the civil servants. Thus, emphasized the learning of some major oriental languages in England by the candidates selected for the India civil service. So on 12th August, 1881, Her Majesty‟s under Secretary of State for India, India office, London wrote a letter to the Secretary, Civil Service Commission, London mentioning
The reference made to the Government of India, which was communicated in the Government of India dispatch no.21 of 17th April 1881, it was decided that in future selected candidates should be required before leaving England to qualify in the following languages.
For Madras: Tamil and Telugu. 
For Bombay: Marathi and Guajarati 
For North Western provinces, Oudh and the Punjab: Hindi and Hindustani.:
For lower provinces of Bengal: Bengali and Hindustani.
 For British Burma: Burmese and Hindustani.
The British had the appetite to learn Indian languages. “Some of them argued that we ought to renew our endeavors to install the popular language in the courts and offices of the Government.” (Thirumalai 4:10)











